Introduction
The extant empirical literature on placement participation in UK higher education paints a convincing picture, that is, academically gifted students have a significantly better chance to obtain a placement than academically less able students by using student data from a wide range of academic disciplines and universities Duignan, 2003; Gomez, Lush, & Clements, 2004; Jones, Green, & Higson, 2015; Mandilaras, 2004; Reddy & Moores, 2006 . This phenomenon is termed the self-selection issue, indicating that the placement market favours high achievers probably due to good placement interviews and/or high academic requirements by firms (Duignan, 2003; Mansfield, 2011) . On the other hand, a small body of literature explores the impact of social class on voluntary work experience such as internships among British university students through interviews and suggests that upper middle class students are more likely to take internships in university than working class students due to their familial social connections and/or abundant economic resources (Allen, Quinn, Hollingworth, & Rose, 2013; Bathmaker, Ingram, & Waller, 2013; Tholen, Brown, Power, & Allouch, 2013) . These contrasting results motivate this study to further investigate these issues by combining these two perspectives together using paid yearlong work experience.
This study examines the combined effects of social class, academic ability, gender, ethnicity and age on placement outcomes such as participation and salary. The differences of placement outcomes between traditional and non-traditional students in terms of social class, ethnicity, gender, age and prior academic achievement need to be investigated because they are important for two reasons. First, they are at the heart of the long lasting debates about the effects of widening participation on educational and employment outcomes (Boliver, 2013; Rafferty, 2012 ; J. T. E. Richardson, 2008 Richardson, , 2012 ; J. T. E. Richardson & Woodley, 2003; ST, 2009) . Placements are now a substantial and vital element of UK higher education curricula, driven by the pressure from successive governments, employers and students (Little & Harvey, 2006; Naidoo & Jamieson, 2006; Wilton, 2011 Wilton, , 2012 . If market-led placements have been used to mainly advance students from privileged backgrounds and perform a socially-selective role, the widening participation policies and placement system in UK higher education will be at the odds with each other and lead to an increasing level of "overeducation" among non-traditional students (Rafferty, 2012; Tsang & Levin, 1985) .
Second, although undertaking optional placements is strongly associated with desirable labour market outcomes such as higher employment rates and/or better salaries (Blackwell & Harvey, 1999; Bowes & Harvey, 1999; Brooks & Youngson, 2014; Mason, Williams, & Cranmer, 2009; Weiss, Klein, & Grauenhorst, 2014) , the number of students participating in placements fell from 9.6% of the full-time cohort in 1999 to 7.2% in 2009 (E4E, 2011 Little & Harvey, 2006) . Barriers such as perceived relevance, lack of flexibility, finance and family connections are cited by students from non-traditional backgrounds such as mature 2 , working class, female or minority as reasons for opting out of placement participation (Allen et al., 2013; Bathmaker et al., 2013; Bullock, Gould, Hejmadi, & Lock, 2009; E4E, 2011; Tibby, 2012) . If non-traditional students are aware of the financial benefit of paid placements and the subsequent opportunities to build up social networks with elite professionals which will go beyond their social backgrounds and family connections, more might be enticed to take up 2 Mature students are classified as aged 20 or over when entering in UK higher education (Smith, 2008) and not commonly seen in UK institutions before the 1980's (J.T.E. Richardson, 1994) . the placement option. Social networking with professionals via placements is perceived to be far more important for working class students than upper middle class students (Klein & Weiss, 2011) .
To understand placement outcomes among undergraduates, researchers must note that institutions in UK higher education are differentiated in a hierarchy which results in nontraditional students being underrepresented in elite and prestigious universities (Croxford & Raffe, 2015; Dunne, King, & Ahrens, 2014; Reay, 2006; Reay, Crozier, & Clayton, 2010) .
The institutional reputation is vital in the job market since graduates from elite institutions in industrialised countries have always enjoyed better labour market returns and higher social positions (Boliver, 2013; Morley & Aynsley, 2007; Rivera, 2011; ST, 2009; Tholen et al., 2013; Wakeling & Savage, 2015) . Additionally, placement participation does not have the same impact on employment outcomes among graduates from different degree programmes in the same university (Bowes & Harvey, 1999; Brooks & Youngson, 2014; Mason et al., 2009; Wilton, 2012) . To mitigate the statistical and significant disparities caused by institutional and degree reputation and resources, the current research centres on students from the same accounting and finance degree with or without an optional placement module in a UK university.
In UK higher education, at the time of research, this university has been considered to have a good international and national reputation, albeit dwarfed by other older elite institutions.
Due to its historical connections with science and technology education, the institution has committed to widen participation and employment engagement with leading organisations and businesses. The institution was one of the top five providers of placement students to the business community (E4E, 2011). The accounting and finance degree is specially chosen because placements in this subject area are traditionally paid and, in some cases, where elite professions are involved, very well remunerated. Elite accounting firms and financial institutions are known for offering the most generous salaries in the UK graduate market (HFR, 2013 (HFR, , 2018 . That is hardly a surprise since elite occupations in the UK are located in professions such as law, medicine, accounting and finance (Friedman, Laurison, & Miles, 2015; ST, 2009; Tholen et al., 2013) . Additionally, students on the accounting and finance degree have been supported by three dedicated placement officers in the following fashion:
first, the relevance and importance of taking a yearlong placement is emphasised to all first year accounting and finance students in a compulsory placement module by placement officers together with past graduates, current placement students and recruiters from elite professional firms; second they help students develop a professional résumé and identify the potential placement positions and organisations; and finally they actively communicate with recruiters in professions who would deliver presentations about how to perform well in interviews and arrange mock interviews with interested students on campus. Although placement officers mainly work with top professional firms, students are given freedom to find placements in alternative firms. Such flexibility is likely to benefit upper middle class students more due to their family connections to the upper echelon of British society.
The remainder of the paper is organized into five sections. It starts with a review of the relationship between work experience, academic performance and social class. Based on the literature review, the research gap is identified. It is followed by a research design in Section 3 which explains data selection, variable construction and methodologies used while the results of the study are presented in Section 4. Finally, Section 5 discusses the findings and conclusions are drawn from the implications of the results and areas for further research identified.
Literature review
Work experience sandwiched in a degree is described in two ways in the literature, namely, internship and placement or work placement. In the US, internship can take various forms although the type of internship which has become a staple in business schools involves a termlength placement of enrolled students in an organisation, sometimes paid and sometimes unpaid, with a faculty supervisor, a company supervisor and some academic credit earned toward the degree (Narayanan, Olk, & Fukami, 2010) . Within the UK, ad-hoc, unstructured and self-arranged work experience is called internship which lasts for a short period from a few weeks to months, is obtained by students through their family and/or university connections, involves no formal university and faculty supervision and does not earn any academic credit toward the degree (Allen et al., 2013; Bathmaker et al., 2013; Bullock et al., 2009; Tholen et al., 2013) . On the other hand, work experience schemes in UK higher education which are akin to the US style of business internship are termed placement or work placement.
UK universities have responsibility for the establishment, regulation and certification of work experience schemes which result in a variety of placement programmes with various credits, durations and arrangements (Little & Harvey, 2006; Wilton, 2011) . There are three main variations of placements in UK higher education: compulsory short (6-weeks) placements, compulsory thin (2x6 months) sandwich placements and compulsory or optional year-long sandwich placements (Little & Harvey, 2006) . The placement format discussed here is optional, paid and yearlong sandwiched between the second and final year and forms part of the final degree credits. Not all yearlong placements are paid, depending on subjects, but formal contracts are always stipulated between students and employers to provide training, supervision and assistance to student participants (Auburn, 2007; Bullock et al., 2009; Little Taylor, 2015) , the UK placement scheme is market based, voluntary and highly competitive which partly explains the perception that social connections of students and their families are important in obtaining subject-relevant work experience in prestigious organisations.
Although consecutive UK governments have pressurised universities to integrate placements into first degree courses (Dearing, 1997; Wilson, 2012) through funding cuts (Marginson, 2008; Naidoo, 2004; Naidoo & Williams, 2014) , old and elite institutions have done very little in employer engagement (Bennett & Kane, 2009 ) and mainly rely on their students to secure non-academically credited internships in elite firms through the "old boys' network" (Tholen et al., 2013) . The recent statistics show that nearly 70% of placements from 2003 to 2009 in the UK were filled by students from twenty universities (E4E, 2011), six of which acquired university status before 1992 whilst the rest were former polytechnics and gained university status after 1992 (Crawford & Wang, 2015a) . Old and elite institutions have rarely featured in the placement market because they do not provide professional and occupational education programmes such as accounting although their graduates with non-accounting majors are often recruited by top accounting firms (Annisette & Kirkham, 2007; Gammie & Kirkham, 2008; Paisey & Paisey, 2006) .
The uniqueness of the placement system in the UK can benefit students from non-elite universities who vie for places in high status and highly paid elite professions. Traditionally, elite professions and firms exclusively recruit from elite institutions and offer highly paid graduate jobs to those who have possessed the right sort of manners, interests and cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1998; Rivera, 2011; Tholen et al., 2013) . This recruitment practice is evident in accounting professions as extant studies show that graduates from upper middle class families are preferred to working class graduates (Blackmore, Gribble, & Rahimi, 2015; Jacobs, 2003) . However, if educational elites are not competing for yearlong placements, elite firms would have to adopt an alternative recruitment method for placement candidates instead of traditional selection criteria for graduate trainees.
Much of the literature investigating the implications of internships in the US pays very little attention to the recruitment criteria by employers, in particular, whether employers use academic performance to select potential internship candidates. A theoretical and integrative model which identifies determinants of internship effectiveness proposes academic preparedness as an antecedent variable though the authors confirm that they have yet to locate any studies that have examined the relationship (Narayanan et al., 2010) . Neither do the authors suggest academic benefits of internships as student outcomes (Binder, Baguley, Crook, & Miller, 2015; Narayanan et al., 2010) . Until now, only two studies by American internship scholars have considered the academic value of internships and suggest that business internships are likely to be offered to bright students with higher grade point averages (Knouse & Fontenot, 2008; Knouse, Tanner, & Harris, 1999) , although neither of the studies compare the academic performance of students before internships.
Instead, the yearlong placement literature in the UK methodically investigates academic preparedness and academic benefits surrounding placements. Their results suggest that placement students have consistently and significantly outperformed full-time students from the first and/or second year to graduation on the same accounting or business degree programmes (Crawford & Wang, 2015a Duignan, 2003; Gomez et al., 2004; Jones et al., 2015) while the large scale university data further confirms this phenomenon across a wide range of subjects (Reddy & Moores, 2012) . Students with poor academic ability are less likely to be selected for a placement, perhaps because of poorer interview performance or because employers preferentially select students who have achieved higher marks (Duignan, 2003; Mansfield, 2011) .
The prominence of academic results in placement studies indicates that firms including elite professions have corresponded excellent academic results to productivity, consistent with human capital theory which sees education as producing skills that are rewarded by employers (Becker, 1964; Bills, 2003; van de Werfhorst, 2011) . If placements are offered to academically able students, disadvantaged groups of students, namely, mature, ethnic minority and females, in higher education could be excluded from placements because of their poor academic achievement. A lower academic attainment is observed among ethnic minority groups (Heath & Brinbaum, 2007 ; J. T. E. Richardson, 2008 Richardson, , 2012 while age and gender have varied impacts from positive to negative on academic performance across different subjects in UK higher education (J. T. E. Richardson & Woodley, 2003) . Thus, prior academic achievement and individual factors such as age, ethnicity and gender are routinely controlled by placement scholars (Binder et al., 2015; Crawford & Wang, 2015a Crawford, Wang, & Andrews, 2016; Jones et al., 2015; Mansfield, 2011; Reddy & Moores, 2012; Surridge, 2009 ).
Evidence suggests that ethnicity plays a role in obtaining a business internship among American students, given that whites are more likely to take an internship than African Americans (Knouse et al., 1999) . Among British students, there is an association between age and academic outcomes with youngest and mature students gaining most from work experience while males are more likely to benefit more than females (Mansfield, 2011) . The gender effect in Mansfield (2011) should be interpreted with caution due to a very small female sample size of eight. A recent large scale study based in one British university sheds further light on the relationship between placements, ethnicity and gender (Binder et al., 2015) . They find that being male and minority did not drastically reduce the likelihood of undertaking a placement and females rather than males appear to benefit more from placements, which is in line with the results reported by another study using accounting and finance students .
So far, extant studies documenting academic preparedness and benefits of placements fail to reflect the impacts of socio-economic status on study participants. This is indeed surprising as anecdotal evidence strongly suggests that unpaid work experience would lead to a social exclusion of students who could not afford to work for free (Curiale, 2010; E4E, 2011; Reddy & Moores, 2006 Siebert & Wilson, 2013; Tibby, 2012) . Extant interview and survey studies add credibility to this proposition. The inclination to take extra-curricular activities such as internships is highly correlated to social class, partly because students from upper middle class families highly value additional cultural and symbolic capitals generated from work experience and partly because of their ample supply of economic resources and social connections with the ruling class and elite organisations (Allen et al., 2013; Bathmaker et al., 2013; Dall'Alba & Sidhu, 2015) . Although unpaid work experience disadvantages students from poor socio-economic backgrounds with limited financial means, the implications of paid work experience on such students remains unclear and very much under researched in the literature.
Most empirical studies examining internship outcomes do not even mention whether students are paid or not (McHugh, 2017; Narayanan et al., 2010) . Two studies respectively show that unpaid interns feel being exploited (Siebert & Wilson, 2013) and have lower satisfaction levels with the internship arrangements than their paid counterparts (McHugh, 2017) . No study has been conducted to investigate the role of paid work experience in social equality and mobility. Paid work experience has a potential to offer a level-playing field for students by removing the gaps between upper middle and low class in terms of financial resources and social connections. It is possible that highly paid placement positions in elite firms can be obtained by the "most talented" students regardless of their socio-economic status. This knowledge gap needs to be examined by a quantitative approach due to its ability to statistically control for all known and relevant factors such as social class, age, gender and ethnicity.
Qualitative research such as interviews and surveys suffer from self-reporting bias (Sitzmann, Ely, Brown, & Bauer, 2010) , relying on small self-selected samples of students (Dall'Alba & Sidhu, 2015; Varela & Gatlin-Watts, 2014) and are unable to control for age, gender and ethnicity which can influence the possibility of participating in work experience (Binder et al., 2015; Browne, 2010; Knouse et al., 1999; Mansfield, 2011) .
Individual factors such as social class, age, gender and ethnicity are extremely important in the recruitment and promotion processes in elite and professional firms (Duff, Ferguson, & Gilmore, 2007; Kim, 2004a Kim, , 2004b Kim, , 2008 Kornberger, Carter, & Ross-Smith, 2010) . Since internships and placements are treated as an extended recruiting and selection process by employers (HFR, 2018; Zhao & Liden, 2010) , these individual factors together with academic results are likely to be influential in gaining paid work experience.
The Study
To examine placement outcomes of students from a wide range of social origins and academic ability, this research uses a single case study approach which can be used to develop and test theory (Eisenhardt, 1989) . The current study excludes international students from the analyses due to two reasons. First, linguistic skills are unevenly distributed in society due to social class (Bourdieu, 1991; Watson, 2013 ). An individual's understanding and use of language reflects their family upbringing and past and current educational experiences (Bourdieu, 1986 (Bourdieu, , 1991 Watson, 2013) . It is possible to compare linguistic skills of domestic students by statistically controlling their social backgrounds. Regarding international students, it is impossible to know and control all factors which can influence their linguistic skills in English which is often not their native tongue. Second, international students significantly underperform domestic students across a number of subjects including accounting (Crawford & Wang, 2015b; Iannelli & Huang, 2013; Morrison, Merrick, Higgs, & Metais, 2005) and are far less likely to engage with placements than domestic students (Crawford & Wang, 2015a Lucas & Tan, 2013) .
Data and sample
The personal information of British accounting and finance students enrolled between 2005
and 2012 was collected from the central database managed by the registry. The set of data included the enrolment year, the average yearly and final marks, ethnic background, gender, age and social class upon entry. Those who dropped out before graduation were excluded from this study. Information about placement outcomes such as participation and salary was gathered by the placement office based on the written contracts signed by the university, placement student and placement organisation. (ONS, 2005 (ONS, , 2010 .
Insert Table 1
Students reserved the right to omit information regarding socioeconomic and ethnicity backgrounds. 17% (39) of 235 students did not report their socioeconomic backgrounds while 6% (13) refused to disclose their ethnicity, which reduced the number of students with all data points to 194. The most frequent socioeconomic class (33%) recorded was of NS-SEC 1:
higher managerial and professional occupations, followed by NS-SEC 2: lower managerial and professional occupations (27%). 33% was much higher than the average of 18.94%
reported by Croxford and Raffe (2015) using all UK domiciled university applicants. The difference was likely to be influenced by high university and degree ranking in national and international league tables which was considered to be an important cultural capital for middle class families to possess (Dunne et al., 2014; Reay, 2006; Reay et al., 2010; Sin, 2009 ). 74% of students were white and 20% non-white (minority). 90% of students were young aged 18 (38%) and 19 (52%) while 57% of them were male and 43% were female, these percentages were in line with business school student data in Ulster (Jones et al., 2015) .
To identify the common features of students who participated in highly paid placements, 22
of 157 placement students (Table 1) with missing data points were excluded in Table 2 . The remaining 135 placement students with all data points were summarised in Table 2 by salary levels ranging from £6,700 to £36,000 a year and four categories were constructed: over £30,000, between 25,000 and £30,000, between £20,000 and £24,999 and below £20,000. By focusing on the two highest salary categories, it was found that more students from NS-SEC 1 or lower social classes (NS-SEC 3-8), minorities, male, youngest students (18 years on entry) were in high paid placements than those from NS-SEC 2, white, female and older students.
Insert Table 2
Research methods and variable construct A binary regression was deployed to investigate the relationship among social class, academic ability and the placement participation, with a dependent variable taking the value 1 if a student undertook placements and zero otherwise while a regression was employed to examine the types of students who obtained highly paid placements with a dependent variable of salary. Independent variables included ethnicity, gender, age, social class and academic ability. Gender was equal to 1 if the student was male and zero otherwise while ethnicity took 1 if a student was white and zero otherwise. In this institution, formal arrangements for placements commenced at the start of the second year or even during the preceding summer (Bullock et al., 2009 ). Thus, it was conjectured that placement organisations assessed academic ability of placement applicants by first year average marks based on this timeline.
Academic ability in this study was represented by average academic marks such as 45 out of 100 obtained by students in their first year study.
Variables such as age and social class were constructed based on the dominant groups presented in Tables 1 and 2 . Age (18 or 19) on entry had two big groups (Tables 1 and 2 ) so was constructed into two dummy variables: Age 1 (age 18=1, others=0), age 2 (age 19=1, others=0). NS-SEC represented social class, consistent with prior studies (Croxford & Raffe, 2015; Reay, 2006; Reay et al., 2010; Wakeling & Savage, 2015) . NS-SEC 1 was used here to resemble the ruling upper middle class and equalled 1 if a student was classified as NS-SEC 1 by UCAS and zero otherwise. The second biggest social class was NS-SEC 2 representing middle class and took 1 if a student was grouped into NS-SEC 2 by UCAS and zero otherwise. That left working class students who were from the remaining NS-SEC categories between 3 and 8, following previous research (Croxford & Raffe, 2015; Reay et al., 2010) .
The first year average was used here to represent academic ability, similar to prior studies (Jones et al., 2015; Mansfield, 2011; Surridge, 2009) .
Results

Binary regression results
The binary regression results were reported in Table 3 using 194 placement and nonplacement students with all relevant data points and revealed that the regression was significant at 1% level, explaining 17% of the variability in the chance of undertaking a placement. To interpret the results, it was essential to use the exp(B) value, which represented the odds of a student undertaking a placement after the predictor variable changes by one unit (Field, 2005) . Except for the year 1 average, all other independent variables were not statistically significant so had no influence in placement participation. Academic ability was statistically significantly related to placement participation at 1% level. 1.10 in Table 3 indicated that if student A scored 10% higher on year 1 average than student B, it made student A 11 times more likely to undertake a placement than student B.
Insert Table 3 Regression results
Regression results were reported in Table 4 using 135 placement students without missing data points and revealing independent variables which were closely associated with salaries earned on placements. The regression was significant at a 5% level and able to explain 7% of the variability in the dependent variable, salary. It seemed that the only significant factor in deciding the chance of a high salary was again the year 1 average. The relation between salary and academic ability was £229.34 to 1%. For instance, if student A scored 10% higher on year 1 average than student B, student A would obtain a salary which was £2,293.4 higher than student B.
Insert Table 4 Discussion and conclusions
As the findings show, individual factors such as age, gender and ethnicity as well as social class are not the determinants of placement outcomes such as participation and salary.
Academic ability is the only factor deciding who can obtain paid and subject-relevant work experience in the form of accounting or finance yearlong placements in multinational and professional firms. Evidence strongly suggests a positive link between academic results and one's chance to secure a paid placement. In addition, academic ability is also the only variable highly associated with economic outcomes of yearlong placements, salary.
We are not aware of previous studies of the relationship between the work experience participation and social class while controlling for academic results, age, gender and ethnicity and of the association between academic results and financial rewards of work experience while controlling for social class, age, gender and ethnicity. The positive correlation between academic results and the placement participation is consistent with prior studies which show the importance of good academic performance in securing placements (Crawford & Wang, 2015a Duignan, 2003; Gomez et al., 2004; Jones et al., 2015) and interview studies investigating the recruitment process for graduate jobs in leading accounting practices (Annisette & Kirkham, 2007; Blackmore et al., 2015; Cheng, Kang, Roebuck, & Simnett, 2009; Duff, 2017) . Similarly, the strong link between academic results and placement salary supports the human capital theory of equating academic results to individual productivity (Becker, 1964; Bills, 2003; Schultz, 1961 ) and in line with prior studies which identify a positive correlation between earnings and/or salary after graduation and grades (Kittelsen Røberg & Helland, 2017; Roth & Clarke, 1998) .
Our results show that the paid placement market is a level-playing field for students since working class students, similar to upper middle class students, are able to secure highly paid placements in professional and elite accounting and financial firms. Their success in the paid placement market suggests that working class students are academically on a par with upper middle class students. It is therefore necessary to examine the relationship between social class and academic success measured by the first, second, final year and degree averages while controlling age, ethnicity, gender and prior academic achievement. It is found that academic success at all stages of degree study is statistically unrelated to social class. This result is unusual since the university sector is traditionally a stronghold of white upper middle class people (Reay, 2006; Reay et al., 2010) and students from low socio-economic status perform less well than upper middle class students (Thiele, Singleton, Pope, & Stanistreet, 2016) . The possible explanation is that this study does not separate students into the NS-SEC 1 group and the lower socio-economic groups (NS-SEC 4-7) as in their study because our sample students are largely from the first two NS-SEC categories. So, the academic performance of three NS-SEC groups, NS-SEC 1, NS-SEC 2 and NS-SEC 3-7 is investigated here.
The meritocratic nature of allocating paid yearlong placements may contradict some interview studies exploring the recruitment and promotion process in elite accounting firms by interviews (Blackmore et al., 2015; Duff et al., 2007; Jacobs, 2003; Kim, 2004a Kim, , 2004b Kim, , 2008 Kornberger et al., 2010) , but can be explained by other interview studies revealing a class change in elite accounting and banking industries in recent decades (Ashley & Empson, 2016; Riach & Cutcher, 2014; Spence, Dambrin, Carter, Husillos, & Archel, 2015) . Traders in financial firms and partners in the leading four accounting firms are often the product of state schools and provincial universities and of working or low middle class. It is likely that these professionals are now the gatekeepers for elite professions and it would be natural for them to recruit bright working class students for highly paid yearlong placements given that such work experience offers employers flexibility with no expectation of a long-term employment commitment (McHugh, 2017) while education elites are not competing in the placement market in the UK (Bennett & Kane, 2009; E4E, 2011) .
Interview studies can be limited by the number and type of professionals interviewed and the lack of control for relevant individual factors such as age, gender and ethnicity. The current research utilises the majority of the student population after eliminating 16.5% of the 235 student population and 12.7% of the 157 placement population with missing data points for socio-economic status and ethnicity. In the study of higher education, nearly all quantitative analyses draw from incomplete datasets and missing data can have a dramatic influence on the statistical results (Cox, McIntosh, Reason, & Terenzini, 2014) although full-case analysis using only students with complete data is universally used in prior studies investigating the impact of higher education policies such as expansion and widening participation on academic performance of disadvantaged students (Hoare & Johnston, 2011; J. T. E. Richardson, 2008 J. T. E. Richardson, , 2012 J. T. E. Richardson & Woodley, 2003; Thiele et al., 2016) . It is possible that the lack of explanatory power of social class is related to the percentages of individuals who refused to report their ethnicity and socio-economic status though our result is partly supported by a recent quantitative study in the UK which suggests that although traditional professions are still dominated by upper middle class people, there is evidence of the upwardly mobile in eight elite occupations, located largely in the business sector (Friedman et al., 2015) .
This study is an initial attempt to explore the influence of financial compensations of work experience on the social mobility of student participants. Social mobility studies in the UK are exclusively focused on graduates (Friedman et al., 2015; Wakeling & Savage, 2015) .
Work experience such as highly paid placements offered by elite accounting and finance professions is a transitional and crucial field between university and workplace which can facilitate social mobility of working class students. This study supports the claims made by consecutive UK governments when promoting social integration through widening participation and expansion in higher education (Reay et al., 2010; Wilton, 2011) since bright working class students are treated in the same way as talented upper middle class students.
Future studies should be carried out to identify the journey of successful working class students who break the 'class ceiling' to obtain highly paid placements in elite professions which would encourage other working class students to participate in paid yearlong placements.
It is also found that white and minority students may not similarly benefit from placements as white students are twice more likely to secure a paid placement than minorities, albeit statistically insignificant at a 5% level. This finding highlights the necessity of considering ethnicity in studies which aim to understand social inequality in placement participation as well as the potential benefits of undertaking placements. The data constraints such as the sample size of 35 minority students and only four minority female students taking placements are too pronounced to identify statistically significant differences between minority and white placement and non-placement students in binary regression. The differences between white and minority as well as between female and male minority indicate a direction for further studies which need to collect a large sample for minority students to reduce the possibility of the Type II error in statistical analysis (Field, 2005) .
Finally, as demonstrated by this research, universities which are not in the 'golden triangle' (Wakeling & Savage, 2015) can use paid placements and academically gifted students to boost their relations with elite professional firms. However, this means that paid placements are seen as elite support by ignoring disadvantaged groups of students with low academic attainment (Binder et al., 2015) . In this sense, further research is required to explore whether academically weak students can be financially supported by higher education and government to undertake unpaid and/or non-subject relevant placements. Researchers have called for universities to provide financial aids to students undertaking unpaid placements or internships in small and medium sized firms which cannot afford to pay for interns (Helyer & Lee, 2014; Reddy & Moores, 2006 . Likewise, because the yearlong placement has to be undertaken between the penultimate and final year of study, the lack of flexibility evidently lowers the placement participation among students (Bullock et al., 2009) . It is thus necessary to explore the possibility of disadvantaged groups of students to achieve social mobility through other work experience options such as summer placements or part-time jobs. Such a call is not only relevant to academically weak students from disadvantaged backgrounds but is a question that must be asked by governments and businesses which have firmly put widening participation and employer engagement on the agendas of higher education. Percent for placement and non-placement is computed by using the total number of students for each category. The percent in the final column is based on the total number of 235 students. students who do not have missing data points such as age, gender, social class and ethnicity. In total, 194 placement and non-placement students having all relevant data points. The dependent variable takes 1 if a student undertakes a placement and zero otherwise. Age1 is equal to 1 if a student is aged 18 on entry and zero otherwise. Age2 takes 1 if a student is aged 19 on entry and zero otherwise. NS-SEC1 is equal to 1 if a student has a parent in higher managerial class and zero otherwise. NS-SEC2 takes 1 if a student has a parent in lower managerial class and zero otherwise. Y1 Ave represents the grade average gained in the first year in university. *** and ** Significant at 1% and 5% levels, respectively. students who do not have missing data points such as age, gender, social class and ethnicity. In total, 135 placement students having all relevant data points. The dependent variable is salary paid for a placement. Age1 is equal to 1 if a student is aged 18 on entry and zero otherwise. Age2 takes 1 if a student is aged 19 on entry and zero otherwise. NS-SEC1 is equal to 1 if a student has a parent in higher managerial class and zero otherwise. NS-SEC2 takes 1 if a student has a parent in lower managerial class and zero otherwise. Y1 Ave represents the grade average gained in the first year in university. *** and ** Significant at 1% and 5% levels, respectively.
